
Understanding Episcopal Liturgy 

 

#30. What is the Easter Vigil?  

 

The Easter Vigil is one of the oldest liturgies in the Christian tradition, dating to 

the second century. Most of the elements of the ancient ritual were gradually 

dropped or altered during the past millennium. Serious investigation of the most 

ancient rites of the church in the middle of the 20th century led to the restoration of 

the ancient form of the Easter Vigil in the 1979 Book of Common Prayer. The 

Easter Vigil includes six sections, many of which are unique to this liturgy: 

1. The Lighting of the Paschal Candle. The service begins in darkness. In the 

darkness, a fire is kindled, and the Paschal Candle is lit. The deacon or priest 

processes through the nave, carrying the candle, and members of the congregation 

light their handheld candles from the fire of the Paschal Candle.  

2. The Exultet is sung. The deacon or priest sings the ancient hymn 

unaccompanied. The progression of music, readings, and actions mirrors the 

changes that happen through history and the changes that may happen in us.  

3. The Liturgy of the Word. In the darkness, we listen to six readings from the 

Hebrew Scriptures. These readings are our primal story, the foundation of the story 

of our salvation. We respond to each reading with a song and then a prayer. The 

sermon is preached in response to one of the readings. 

4. The first Alleluias of Easter. At the conclusion of the reading of the Hebrew 

Scriptures, the priest proclaims "Alleluia, Christ is risen" and the lights in the nave 

are lit. We sing the Easter Hymn and listen to the readings of the resurrection from 

Romans and Matthew. 

5. Holy Baptism or the Renewal of Baptismal Vows. In the second, third, fourth, 

and fifth centuries, the Easter Vigil was the primary time for people to be baptized 

into the church. This year we have no baptisms but will renew our baptismal vows. 

6. We celebrate the Eucharist. You might think of the Easter Vigil as a really big, 

elaborate celebration of the Eucharist. Alternatively, you may end up thinking of 

each Sunday's Eucharist as a simpler, shorter version of the Easter Vigil. 

This year's Easter Vigil will begin at 7 p.m. on Saturday, April 8th. The 

service is a little over 90 minutes in length. Incense is used, but we try to keep the 

amount of smoke to a minimal level to allow everyone to participate. Thanks to the 

work of our technical engineer, this year's Easter Vigil will be broadcast through 

our YouTube channel. Yet there is nothing quite like participating in the Easter 

Vigil in person. 


